compared to existing alternatives via the Suez or Panama Canals (Evdokimov et al 2000; Peresipkin et al 2006; Li 2009; Lasserre 2010b Lasserre , 2010c ).
Yet, interest in the region does not stop at circumpolar states. Other countries see a number of geostrategic opportunities and stakes involved in accessing the Arctic.
China, which lacks a legal basis to articulate claims over sea zones in the region, has nonetheless been increasingly present on the diplomatic and economic scenes ( Claims that the icebreaker's presence was unexpected served as a pretext to accuse China of suspect motivations in the area (Edmonton Journal, 2007) . Yet in reality the Chinese government had submitted to the Canadian Embassy in Beijing a formal request to enter the area (Teeple 2010) . Chinese rear admiral Yin Zhuo's assertion that Arctic resources are a world heritage (Chang 2010) are commonly cited by Western analysts as evidence of long-term goals of the Chinese government, whose ambitions in the Arctic would threaten the interests of riparian countries bordering the ocean (Wright 2011a (Wright , 2011b Discussions over potential natural resource reserves in the area and the opening of new trade routes have led to speculation over the intentions of regional and world powers, increasingly concerned about their economies' dependence on energy security.
China is often described as being very interested in both Arctic mineral resources and the opening of Arctic shipping routes, but in this characterization there is a hint of a perceived threat, as commentators are often stressing out that China's appetite may lead Beijing into considering the Northwest Passage an international strait and resources as open up for grabs (Lalonde 2008; Borgerson 2008; Spears 2009) 3 . certainly not complete, as many articles now appear on the topic of Arctic resources or Arctic shipping. A striking feature of these articles, however, is that while discussing China's interests in potential Arctic routes and policy implications of the development of Arctic seaways for China, no critical analysis of the feasibility or economic profitability of such routes is considered: it is as if most researchers assumed Arctic routes, because they are shorter, are depicted as necessarily much more interesting for shipping, and therefore shipping firms, like governmental agencies, are expected to "take more pushy stands" (Chen 2012) . The argument that Arctic sea routes are necessarily much more interesting since they are shorter gets completed by research using factor analysis (Li, Tang, Yao and Huang 2013) To what extent is this scholar interest in Arctic shipping shared by the Chinese government and business circles?
China's evolving Arctic policy
Official declarations on the Arctic are not numerous, a fact that may not account for China's interest in the Arctic but rather for a prudent position (Wright 2011b) , just like some Chinese academics turned down their comments on sovereignty issues for fear these might stir concern from Western governments (Jakobson and Peng 2012) . It is thus difficult to infer anything from their absolute number.
Until now China has not yet published any official Arctic strategy. On the contrary, the Chinese government has always stipulated that it has no official strategy or any particular agenda in the Arctic region (Spears 2011) . The Chinese government has long refrained from specifying what goals China was pursuing in the Arctic, an attitude that helped fuel fear from Western and Russian analysts Lasserre 2012a, 2012b ). Beijing adopted a very cautious approach and vigorously denied having any aggressive ambition and strategic intention toward Arctic shipping or natural resources opportunities. For instance, Qu Tanzhou, Director of the Chinese Arctic and Antarctic Administration, said that "China did not prospect for oil and gas resources in the Arctic area nor has the capability or capacity to mine oil and gas there" (Sullivan 2012 ).
The Chinese government long explained its growing interest and presence in the Arctic mainly by the necessity of doing research on the climate changes in the region (Zhang and Ren 2012) . The air stream of the Arctic seems to be a major cause of the occurrence of extreme weathers in China. Therefore, this region in fact concerns China's economic, social development and security directly (Qin and Chen 2011 interest, after location and scientific research (Liu Z. 2010; Manicom and Lackenbauer, 2013 (18,5%) with Arctic shipping, as shown in Table 1 . Online declarations, thus subject to modifications by respective administrations. They thus probably do not represent the sum of all official declarations, but offer a picture of the general discourse.
Duplicates were not taken into account. Authors' search on the web conducted between December 5 and 28, 2013.
COMRA : China Ocean Mineral Resources R & D Association
SBSM : National administration of surveying, mapping and geoinformation
What do Chinese shipping companies think of Arctic routes?
In 2012 
A challenging economic context for shipping firms
There is, no doubt about it, an ongoing debate among the Chinese academics on the opportunity Arctic sea routes present, as well as some interest within government circles, albeit much more moderate than among the media and academics (Wright, T. C. 2013; Jakobson and Lee 2013) . However, economic trends must be factored in when considering the possibility that Arctic shipping is high on China's government agenda. 
Second, during a series of direct interviews conducted between September and
December 2013 with 25 Chinese shipping and forwarding companies, it appeared that few expressed a real interest for Arctic shipping 5 (see Table 2 ). Only two, including COSCO, answered they considered developing Arctic shipping. COSCO, a major shipping group, reckoned the profitability of Arctic routes was questionable, and the other firm displaying an interest rather for destinational traffic (transporting Arctic natural resources from Siberia to China). Table 3 ). This survey, focusing on shipping firms, showed that transit did not appear attractive to the vast majority of companies because of associated costs, risks, uncertainties regarding on-time delivery. Destinational traffic lured a larger share of shipping companies operating in the bulk and tanker segment, as 
